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"THE  IMPORTANCE  OF  LEAVING  HOME" 

". . .  a  man  shall  leave  his  father  and  mother 
and  cleave  unto  his  wife."       (Matthew  19:5) 

"He  who  Loves  father  or  mother  more  than  me 
is  not  worthy  of  me  ..."     (Matthew  10:37a) 


Jesus  never  made  family  relationships  the  central  theme 
of  a  major  address.    Ann  Landers  probably  says  more  on 
this  subject  in  one  week  than  Jesus  said  in  a  lifetime.    Even 
more  disturbing  is  the  fact  that  much  of  what  little  Jesus  had 
to  say  about  family  relationships  rubs  the  wrong  way  and 
even  shocks. 

Take  for  example  that  word  from  Genesis  that  Jesus 
appropriated  and  quoted  with  approval:    "...  a  man  shall 
leave  his  father  and  mother  and  cleave  unto  his  wife. " 
(Genesis  2:24a)    Jesus  reached  back  for  those  words  in  re- 
sponding to  a  loaded  question  on  divorce.    Jewish  tradition 
embraced  two  schools  of  thought  on  divorce,  the  school  of 
Hillel  which  tended  to  be  liberals  and  the  school  of  Shummai 
which  was  inclined  to  be  strict  constructionist. 

Our  Lord  used  the  occasion^  however,  to  reaffirm  the 
divinely  ordained  character  of  marriage.,    "...  a  man  shall 
leave  his  father  and  mother  and  cleave  unto  his  wife,"    It  is 
significant  that  when  Jesus  wished  to  nail  down  His  point  and 
clinch  His  argument  He  went  back  for  authority,  not  out  to 
one  of  His  contemporaries.    Major,  Manson  and  Wright  in 
their  fine  work  on  the  gospels  comment  that:   "Today  partic- 
ularly for  the  evolutionary  mind,  that  which  is  latest  posses- 
ses greater  authority  than  that  which  is  earlier;  but  for  the 
pre -evolutionary  type  of  mind,  that  which  is  earlier  posses- 
ses the  greater  authority."  1 


"...  a  man  shall  leave  his  father  and  mother  and  cleave 
unto  his  wife. "  (Gen  2:24a)    These  words  have  been  incorpo- 


rated  into  a  variety  of  marriage  services  now  in  use  in  the 
Christian  world.    There  is  a  tendency  on  the  part  of  the 
church,  however,  to  emphasize  "B"  and  neglect  "A,"  to 
talk  more  about  the  cleaving  than  the  leaving.    It  was  Jesus' 
judgment  that  a  man  getting  married  ought  to  leave  home. 

Good  pre-marital  counselling  will  always  get  around  to 
the  question  of  whether  the  prospective  bride  and  groom  are 
ready  to  leave  home.    It  is  generally  conceded  today  that  it 
is  unwise  for  two  generations  to  attempt  to  live  in  the  same 
house.    Quite  apart  from  personal  strengths  and  weaknesses, 
such  an  arrangement  is  situationally  bad. 

The  other  day  I  received  a  book  of  cartoons  intended 
particularly  for  friends  in  the  Roman  Catholic  tradition. 
One  that  struck  my  fancy  depicted  a  man  confessing  his 
sins  to  a  priest  through  a  screen.    Said  the  penitent:   "My 
heart  goes  out  to  the  sick,  the  poor,  the  under-privileged, 
the  lonely  and  those  who  have  a  different  color,  nationality, 
or  background  from  my  own.    But  my  mother-in-law  drives 
me  up  the  walL"   2 

I  heard  a  speaker  one  time  suggest  with  apparent  seri- 
ousness that  along  with  Children's  Day  and  Mother's  Day 
and  Father's  Day  we  need  each  year  to  celebrate  Mother-in- 
Law's  Day.     He  gave  it  all  away  moments  later  by  suggest- 
ing that  the  flower  appropriate  to  that  occasion  would  be  the 
snap  dragon.    In-law  jokes  are  stock  items  with  virtually 
every  comedian.    In  my  judgment,  in-law  interference  is  on 
the  wane  in  our  society.    What  with  smaller  homes  and  in- 
creased mobility,  it  isn't  so  likely  any  more  that  two  gener- 
ations would  attempt  to  live  in  the  same  house. 

II 

But  more  is  involved  in  Jesus'  words  than  the  un-wisdom 
of  sharing  the  same  residence.    When  our  Lord  talks  about 
a  man  leaving  his  father  and  mother  he  is  talking  about  emo- 
tional and  mental  leaving  as  well  as  physical.    So  much  has 
been  written  on  this  point  of  late  that  one  need  only  mention 
that  marriage  hardly  has  a  chance  when  the  husband  wants 
his  wife  to  be  his  mother  or  the  wife  wants  her  husband  to 
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be  her  father,    Halford  Luccock  put  it  this  way:   "When  adult 
infants  marry,    when  the  boy  looking  for  a  mother  marries 
the  girl  looking  for  a  father,  the  crash  comes."  3 

It  is  impossible,  however,  to  leave  home  completely. 
Unconsciously  we  are  tempted  to  imitate  and  we  want  the 
familiar  duplicated.    All  the  more  reason,  therefore,  that 
we  should  consciously  determine  not  to  make  a  partner  over 
into  the  likeness  of  a  parent,    "„..  a  man  shall  leave  his 
father  and  mother  and  cleave  unto  his  wife,,"  (Genesis  2:24a) 

III 

It  is  not  unduly  extending  the  point  to  suggest  that  Jesus 
recognized  the  need  for  the  generations  to  experience  some 
independence  from  each  other0    Some  gapping  of  the  genera- 
tions is  not  only  necessary  but  salutary.    I  want  to  share 
with  you  now  a  true  story.    But  first  I  want  to  warn  you  that 
you  will  be  tempted  to  resist  the  point  of  the  story.    Some 
of  you  may  be  tempted  to  speak  about  it  at  the  end  of  the 
hour  or  write  or  call  through  the  week,    I  confess  that  I 
didn't  like  it  when  I  first  heard  it  back  in  December,    But 
the  more  I  mulled  it  over  the  more  I  found  myself  saying 
yes.    Here  it  is. 

The  locus  is  a  family  therapy  session.    Involved  are  a 
mother  who  is  uptight  and  religiously  fanatical,  and  a  father 
who  is  a  weak,  snide,  wise-cracking  type,    As  for  children 
there  are  twins  age  14,  a  boy  17  and  a  girl  19,    The  present 
tension  centers  in  ill  feeling  between  the  17  year  old  boy  and 
his  mother.    The  boy  can  hardly  stand  the  thought  of  his 
mother  and  has  shown  her  no  affection.    She  in  turn  is  bitter 
that  her  love  has  been  rejected. 

Finally  the  therapist  speaks .    He  turns  to  the  young  man 
and  asks,    "Why  don't  you  just  pack  up  and  leave?"    The  boy 
replies,    "I  am  too  young  to  do  that.    Besides,  she  is  my 
mother,"    "Well,"  said  the  therapist,  "if  you  can't  bring 
yourself  to  leaving  home,  why  don't  you  get  yourself  a  lock 
and  go  up  to  your  room  and  get  away  from  your  mother. 
Keep  the  key  yourself  and  be  sure  of  privacy, "    The  boy 
senses  that  something  is  wrong  with  this  suggestion.    "She 
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is  my  mother.    I  don't  know  that  I  could  do  a  thing  like  that 
in  my  own  home.  " 

By  this  time  the  other  members  of  the  family  begin  to 
experience  a  rising  antagonism  toward  the  therapist.    "What 
kind  of  a  man  are  you  anyway?    What  kind  of  talk  is  this  ? 
What  kind  of  relationship  do  you  have  with  your  mother? 
The  therapist  replied,    "I  haven't  talked  to  my  mother  in 
twenty  years."    "Wow,"  said  the  family,  "you're  trying  to 
help  us  with  our  family  relationships  and  you  haven't  spoken 
to  your  own  mother  in  twenty  years  I"    "Oh,"  said  the  thera- 
pist,   "the  person  who  bore  me,  the  one  you  call  my  mother, 
is  well  and  we  get  along  fine.    She  is  a  good  friend  now,  not 
a  mother.    I  don't  have  a  mother  and  father  any  more. " 

Some  tension  between  the  generations,  some  distance 
between  is  desirable.    This  is  how  history  keeps  inching 
forward,  for  the  old  tend  to  feed  on  memory  and  the  young 
tend  to  be  pulled  forward  by  hope.    Besides,  no  generation 
is  good  enough  or  wise  enough  to  be  imitated  blindly. 

The  young  must  be  free  to  criticize  and  question  — 
however  abrasive  their  techniques,  however  disturbing  their 
manner.    It  is  to  be  expected  that  they  will  separate  from  us 
sufficiently  in  their  affections  to  be  able  to  address  sharp 
questions  regarding  the  nature  of  the  church,  the  meaning 
of  democracy,  the  legitimacy  of  war,  the  state  of  American 
capitalism.    We  of  the  older  generations  tend  to  develop 
"tunnel  vision"  — ■  seeing  only  limited  goals  in  exceedingly 
limited  ways.    Faulkner,  early  on  in  The  Rievers,  alerts 
us  to  the  fact  that  "you've  got  to  say  good-bye  to  some  things 
you  know,  to  say  hello  to  some  things  you  don't. "  4 

Many  of  us  these  days  are  reading  and  re-reading  John 
Stuart  Mill's  classic  essay  "On  Liberty."    You  may  remem- 
ber that  in  this  piece  Mill  says:    "If  all  mankind  minus  one 
were  of  one  opinion,  and  only  one  person  were  of  the  con- 
trary opinion,  mankind  would  be  no  more  justified  in  silenc- 
ing that  one  person,  than  he,   if  he  had  the  power,  would  be 
justified  in  silencing  mankind."    He  answered  the  question 
"Why?"  with  four  propositions:    First,   if  we  silence  an  opin- 
ion, for  all  we  know  we  may  be  silencing  truth.    Second, 
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even  a  wrong  opinion  may  contain  the  grain  of  truth  that 
helps  us  find  the  whole  truth.    Third,  even  if  the  commonly 
held  opinion  is  the  whole  truth,  that  opinion  will  not  be  held 
on  rational  grounds  until  it  has  been  tested  and  defended,, 
And  fourth,  unless  a  commonly  held  opinion  is  challenged 
from  time  to  time,  it  loses  its  vitality  and  its  effect."  J5 

". .  .a  man  shall  leave  his  father  and  mother  .  „ „ "  The 
generations  require  some  gapping.    The  Young  Lords  are 
putting  some  terribly  searching  questions  to  many  of  the 
venerable  institutions  of  this  city.    My  friend  Robbin  Flem- 
ing, the  President  of  the  University  of  Michigan,  spoke  this 
past  week  before  the  President's  Commission  on  Campus 
Unrest,  and  noted  that  students  ask  "how  their  eiders  can 
possibly  be  so  outraged  at  their  beards  which  make  them 
look  like  the  heroes  of  the  Civil  War  period,  or  their  long 
hair  which  makes  them  look  like  the  heroes  of  the  American 
Revolution,  and  still  be  complacent  about  the  use  of  napalm 
and  the  destruction  of  villages  far  from  our  shores."  6 

It  is  true  that  the  young  sometime  have  more  brass 
than  a  trombone  factory.    They  often  come  at  us  in  ways 
that  are  unpleasant  and  jarring.    But  Theodore  Roszak  in 
his  book  The  Making  of  a  Counter  Culture,  cautions:    "The 
young  have  become  one  of  the  very  few  social  levers  dissent 
has  to  work  with.    This  is  that  'significant  soil'  in  which  the 
Great  Refusal  has  begun  to  take  root.    If  we  reject  it  in  frus- 
tration for  the  youthful  follies  that  also  sprout  there,  where 
then  do  we  turn?"  7 

Of  course  the  generations  need  each  other.    The  father 
has  an  instinct  given  him  by  God  to  share  with  his  son,  and 
the  son  if  he  is  wise  will  know  that  he  must  be  receptive  to 
what  has  gone  before.    A  young  man  following  his  graduation 
bounded  down  the  steps  of  his  university  shouting,  "Here  I 
come  world  with  my  A.  B. "    The  world  answered  back. 
"Come  on  and  we'll  teach  you  the  rest  of  the  alphabet." 
Erik  Erickson  is  right:    "Man's  psychosocial  survival  is 
safeguarded  only  by  vital  virtues  which  develop  in  the  inter- 
play of  successive  and  overlapping  generations  living  to- 
gether in  organized  settings.    The  individual's  life  stages 
interlive  and  cogwheel  with  the  stages  of  others."  8 
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"...  a  man  shall  leave  his  father  and  mother  and  cleave 
unto  his  wife."  (Genesis  2:24a)   We  of  the  older  generations 
must  release  our  young  to  a  measure  of  independence  and  do 
this  without  any  twinges  of  guilt.    We  must  not  use  our  love 
to  stifle  dissent  or  induce  assent.    And  the  young  for  their 
part  must  have  the  courage  to  leave  without  feeling  guilty. 

IV 

We  said  earlier  that  while  Jesus  said  very  little  about 
family  relationships  much  of  the  little  that  he  did  say  tends 
to  rub  the  wrong  way  or  shock.    I  wish  to  give  you  just  one 
further  example  of  what  I  mean.    "If  anyone  comes  to  me," 
said  Jesus,  "and  does  not  hate  his  own  father  and  mother 
and  wife  and  children  and  brothers  and  sisters,  yes,  and 
even  his  own  life,  he  cannot  be  my  disciple."  (Luke  14:26) 
Now  that's  a  hard  word.     Let  me  turn  down  the  sound  just  a 
bit  and  give  it  to  you  in  another  rendering  where  the  hyper- 
bole is  somewhat  reduced:    "He  who  loves  father  or  mother 
more  than  me  is  not  worthy  of  me."  (Mat  10:37)    Even  in  its 
more  moderate  form  this  word  tends  to  unhinge  us0 

Jesus  reminds  us  that  each  man  must  make  a  determi- 
nation of  priorities.    Even  something  so  fine  as  one's  loyalty 
to  home  must  be  subsumed  beneath  a  higher  loyalty  to  the 
Kingdom  of  God.    "When  God  is  not  the  first,  the  primary 
thing  in  our  life,  he  vanishes  altogether,"  says  Helmut 
Thielicke,"  or  we  are  aware  of  him  only  as  a  kind  of  spec- 
tral restlessness  that  keeps  invading  our  life  from  its  mar- 
gins." 9        Doesn't  it  all  come  down  to  this:    Either  God  is 
first  in  our  lives  with  everything  else  subordinated  to  Him, 
or  something  else  is  first  to  which  God  is  subordinated?    If 
there  is  something  to  which  the  Almighty  is  subordinate  then 
we  have  lapsed  into  idolatry. 

The  idolatries  of  our  time  are  likely  to  be  found  in  such 
abstract  nouns  as  family,  property,  business,  and  country. 
Any  love  of  nation  over  love  of  God  is  idolatry.    Any  reten- 
tion of  ethnic  animosities  over  love  is  idolatry.    Any  cling- 
ing to  local  values  and  regionalisms  at  the  expense  of  univer- 
sal good  is  idolatry.    If  I  hear  Jesus  correctly  he  is  remind- 
ing us  that  that  which  is  closest  and  dearest  to  us  and  even 
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most  familiar  to  us  must  be  cast  aside  when  it  conflicts  with 
our  loyalty  to  Him. 

Some  of  you  may  know  the  novel  A  Handful  of  Black- 
berries by  Ignazio  Silone.    The  hero  of  that  book  is  a  young 
man  by  the  name  of  Rocco  who  finds  that  the  church  in  which 
he  was  brought  up  is  not  able  to  connect  him  with  the  needs 
of  the  world  as  Christ  gives  him  to  see  those  needs.    In  a 
dramatic  moment  he  walks  out  from  the  celebration  of  Mass 
and  never  returns.    He  wants  to  identify  with  the  desperately 
impoverished  people  of  the  world,    Rocco  says,  "My  choice 
of  the  poor  as  comrades  was  and  still  remains  the  most  im- 
portant act  of  my  life.    Because  of  them  I  left  the  church, 
gave  up  my  thoughts  of  the  priesthood  and  hastened  my 
mother's  death."  10 

Abraham  went  out  not  knowing  whither  he  went,  putting 
a  gulf  between  himself  and  all  that  was  familiar  to  him  that 
he  might  live  by  faith  alone.     His  new  family,  therefore, 
was  not  necessarily  of  his  flesh  and  blood,  but  comprised 
of  men  and  women  whom  he  came  to  know  in  the  experience 
of  faith. 

Recall  the  instance  when  our  Lord  was  teaching  in  a 
home.     His  mother  and  brothers  came  to  take  him  back  to 
Nazareth,  perhaps  suspecting  that  he  was  somewhat  dement- 
ed.   A  messenger  brought  the  word:    "Your  mother  and 
brothers  are  outside  asking  to  speak  to  you."    Jesus  said, 
"Who  is  my  mother  and  who  are  my  brothers?"    And  stretch- 
ing out  his  hand  toward  his  disciples  he  said,  "Here  are  my 
mother  and  my  brothers.     For  whoever  does  the  will  of  my 
Father  in  heaven  is  my  brother  and  sister  and  mother." 

(Mat.   12:46-50) 


"...  a  man  shall  leave  his  father  and  mother  and  cleave 
unto  his  wife."    "He  who  loves  father  or  mother  more  than 
me  is  not  worthy  of  me."    The  good  is  frequently  the  enemy 
of  the  best.    To  be  free  for  marriage,  to  be  free  for  history, 
to  be  free  for  God,  a  man  must  be  ready  to  leave  home  if 
need  be. 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

Unscramble  our  loyalties,  O  God, 
and  deliver  us  from  such  mis -uses 
of  sentiment  and  false  attachments 
as  would  keep  us  from  knowing  the 
truth,  or  doing  the  truth  we  know. 

Claim  us  for  thyself  -  we  pray. 

Thus  shall  we  be  free  for  others 
And  at  peace  with  ourselves, 

Through  the  same  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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